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It is easy to imagine a language consisting only of orders
and reports in battle. —Or a language consisting only of
questions and expressions for answering yes and no. And
innumerable others. —And to imagine a language means
to imagine a form of life.
I Aid wig Wittgenstein

Three Poems by Alyssum Wier

Flood of Light
1 was a child once —
a jewel in its unstable state.
I had my overtly selfish
phase, like the rest of us—
When it's ok to show distaste
for love and yet still to accept
It's presence. Not realizing until
unraveled
from stolen cameras,
that as far as film goes.
I was carefully exposed.

1

Overlap
I walked all day
the cobblestones wet and shiny
looking for a coat that would keep me warm all my life.
I looked until coats swam before my eyes
and my back ached and I tired
of visualizing how my life would change
if I bought this one, or that.
Now, at the station, what's real wells up
and I can't tell if it's sad, or not,
that on this day that I spent shopping
I officially outlived my mother.

2

Museum
I came here out of desperation.
The need to see the paint, swollen
and hard. The bright oldness
of created worlds
and flat spaces
opened up.
Inside me it is
twisted —
I don't know what it is,
but here,
It loosens.

3

Kathryn Knudson

Hoka Hey

I

t was the kind of place that stretched granite up into the early
morning sky and ripped a cloud open, sending rain across the
South Dakota prairie. The people in the valleys watched the
mountains hook the sun, watched it being swung over the jagged
shoulders. The Lakota believed the Hills' strength as the only hori
zon. Not until the others, the trappers and gold seekers, moved in did
the people examine the truth of that strength. Forced outside the
Hills' shadows and into the open horizon of Pine Ridge and Rosebud,
the Lakota viewed the betrayal. They saw the mountains inviting,
welcoming, the arrival, of the sun, of the people. Granite flowed in
the early rays and softened to expose the gold hidden inside. But on
the reservations the people grew used to the sun burning an empty
sky, and only in the dark would they let themselves remember the
wind whispering through the Hills' pine trees. Only then did they let
themselves wonder what the whispers had been saying.
It was also the kind of place that could hold two Flintstone
theme parks within a twenty minute drive of each other, and each of
them would make more money in a tourist season than all the farm
ers in the rest of the state would make in two years. Just down the
street from one of the parks in Custer, the Chief Restaurant and
Theater offered an "authentic" Black Hills hamburger for eight dol
lars, even though there was no beef cattle in the Hills. The tourists
didn't know and probably wouldn't have cared if they had. Most of
them came into the Chief for the show. It featured the Dutton family
who played "locales music, even though the performers were not
related and the songs came from the Smoky Mountains. In between
their two acts a group of actors took the stage, and in twelve minutes
re-enacted the history of the Hills from the time of the Indians to the
present. The show played seven nights a week with an extra matinee
performance — special children's price — on Sundays.
A gift shop formed the entrance way and connected the restau
rant and theater. As they waited for the show to begin, the customers
would glance through the racks of souvenirs, catching just enough of
the smell from the restaurant's food to remind them that a bite after
wards might not be a bad idea. After a few weeks on the job the wait
resses quit wondering how people could spend so much money on a
4
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performance and food and still leave so little for a tip. And the cooks
stopped shaking their heads about who would willingly eat at a place
with a ten foot tall Indian looming on the roof. They just avoided the
customers by hiding back in the modern stainless steel kitchen, so
different from the atmosphere created by the low beamed ceiling and
stuffed buffalo in the dining area. They cooked steaks and burgers,
washte corn and Indian bread. They dipped fries and buffalo wings
and breaded cuts of pork into the fryers. They grew used to the grease
splattering and dripping on the floor, so they no longer saw how each
new pair of their tennis shoes was ruined — discolored and leather
curled up at the toes — by the tourists waiting to be fed.
Romayne Montgomery had gone through eight pairs of shoes
before she switched to the morning shift. She found quickly that this
was only a little better. The first thing she did when she arrived was
to throw half a bag of sliced onions onto the grill and pour over liq
uid margarine, so the sauteed onions would be ready for anyone who
wanted them at six o'clock in the morning. Romayne didn't mind it
too much, working this shift freed her by two, which meant on
Sundays she usually missed the theater's crowd. But today one of the
cooks hadn't shown up, and she had had to stay late.
Only a few more minutes, but what a waste of her time. She
hated being at the Chief at performance time. Romayne waited for
the manager to finish ringing up the sale of a couple packets of war
rior face-paint. As she leaned casually against the counter in the gift
shop, with her back to the restaurant, the sound of banjos and fiddles
barked through the theater's open doors. Her eyes skimmed over the
customers examining postcards of shots like the Indian on the roof or
the multiple angled close-ups of Mt. Rushmore. The man bought his
paint and walked out before the manager could flash the smile he
reserved only for customers. Romayne stood for a while longer and
finally turned back to the manager. She looked at him, as if she had
the power to stare right through him.
"I don't know if we can spare to lose you now." Nathan Harrison
sounded definite as he resumed their conversation.
"I need next weekend off." The half-Lakota woman sounded just
as definite.
Out of the corner of his eye the manager saw an elderly couple
linger over one of the Indian statuettes.
"Okay, Romayne, next weekend. Let's see ... the 21st and 22nd
. . . I'll think about it and talk to you tomorrow," He began to walk
around the counter. "It's kind of short—"
She corrected him. "This next weekend, Thursday."
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Nathan Harrison looked at her intently, "That's really short
notice."
She folded her hands in front of her stout body. This boy was not
only younger than her daughter, he had been born and raised on the
other side of the Missouri — he was East River, a newcomer, a visi
tor, basically one of the "turists" that he liked to make fun of after the
restaurant closed. Romayne didn't blink.
Sue said she d take Thursday and Friday. I'm off Saturday, and
Franklin agreed to Sunday. I'll be back Monday."
The couple was glancing in Nathan's direction and he nodded in
their direction. He missed what Romayne was saying.
.. to Minneapolis and help my daughter move home."
"You've been taking a lot of time off lately."
"I've had business in Rapid and Pierre. My car isn't running
right." Romayne felt the tone of her voice rising; it always did when
she lied. She cleared her throat, "So I've had to take the bus, and that
makes it longer than normal. All this should be over soon."
The elderly couple was getting restless and drifting to the racks
of post cards.
"Alright . . . That sounds fine, take the weekend. And I'm sure
you'll get everything worked out by August. You know how busy it
is," Romayne nodded absentmindedly. "I'll see you tomorrow then."
She nodded again. She'd cooked there for twelve years. He'd
managed for three. Romayne knew how busy it was. As she lifted her
purse and apron oil the counter, she saw the manager demonstrating
that not only did the Indian's right arm move up and down, its tom
ahawk held was detachable as well.
The sensor on the Chief's door beeped as she walked into the
bright afternoon sunshine. For a minute she was blinded, before her
eyes could adjust from the gift shop's low fluorescent lighting. Her
eyes adjusted slowly, and Romayne stood, shifting from leg to leg on
the hot asphalt of the parking lot. When the shops across the street
the restored general store and the photography studio specializing
in old fashioned photos — came back into view, she quickly began
walking. She ignored the stream of cars and motorhomes that drove
by. Her thoughts were listing things to take care of for the trip. She
would have to get that motion sickness medicine and find that old
suitcase and then call Lorna, tell her she's getting a visitor.
It was the kind of state that most people forgot about. If they
remembered it at all from their elementary geography class, it was by
its sites — Mt. Rushmore, the Badlands, and, depending on the com
pany. the bike rally at Sturgis, the massacre at Wounded Knee — and
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never thought of what might be in between. The calm prairies
washed across most of its body, a wave that blended the state into its
neighbors. South Dakota was tacked in place by the lower corners by
the Black Hills at the west where Romayne left from and the con
vergence of the Missouri and Big Sioux in the east, where she should
see by sunset. Stretching taut over the blowing grass was the inter
state, on which the Greyhound now rolled.
She felt herself slip into the kind of state where she was only
half in sleep, her dreams more memory than imagination, snatches of
conversation wove together with thoughts that hid away.
Somewhere across the aisle a man talked rapidly, . . so she
took his advice and bought a couple of those wildlife prints . . .
Seder Merrill's the artist. He's really good, realistic, but I don't know
if that's really going to help sales."
The doctor motioning proudly to the wall, telling her, a rubbing
from a church in England. Romayne half standing, politely, to get a bet
ter look at the man in robes, black and grey and white. The doctor
speaking again, earlier diagnosis confirmed, just gone too far. The eyesockets so empty. She thinks of the sand mines. Sorry, retina disinte
grating too much, surgery now only scarring, quickening blindness.
Smooth, fine, soft sand. Feeling so glad everyone scared by huge black
holes, no one discovering her playland. Nothing he can do. Maybe a
few months ago, but... sorry, head nodding in sympathy, sorry.
On the bus heading to Minneapolis Romayne's head turned
away from the window.
From behind her, pages turned crisply and a woman's patient
voice read, "Mr. La/ardo said, 'Bob has done us a good turn. We
have to return the favor. We will take him home with us.' And Zelda
threw her arms around Bob's long green neck, 'Everyone will love
you; no one else in Pimlico Hills has a dinosaur'..
And Romayne paraphrased the writing on the plaque, "The first
Tyrannosaurus Rex bones found in the Hills were dug right near
here. The very first one was a vertebrae; that's part of the back, right
here, Lorna . .
She flipped her hand to brush the back of four-year Lorna and
caught nothing but air.
"Lorna?" Romayne asked wearily, and craned her head expect
ing the girl to be hiding behind her, giggling and dodging the moth
er's hand. But she was standing alone in the middle of the dinosaur
park. The only children were a few feet away, busy kicking up the
gravel of the path. Romayne's mind unconsciously discounted their
blonde heads.
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"Lorna!" The sky was splashing afternoon sunshine. It seemed
to press close to the ridge. Romayne began to step around quickly,
calling her daughter's name shrilly. Brightly painted fiberglass
dinosaurs hulked along the path s edges. School children swarmed
as teachers read in frustrated voices. Romayne bounced like a pinball from group to group of kids. Nothing. She ignored questioning
looks and pushed her bangs, damp with sweat, out of her eyes.
Romayne was now back at the park's main building. Maybe
Lorna had wandered inside. A cluster of unfamiliar children sat eat
ing by the door. Romayne almost walked by without seeing a curly
brown haired girl whose smiling face was smaller than the others.
Smiling. Lorna was eating a cookie when she saw her mother. The
girl started to wave happily, then froze, uncertain. Smiling.
Romayne stepped between the relaxed bodies of the children and
grabbed Lorna's skinny arm. The girl swung off the ground, the
cookie crushed between her fingers. Romayne pulled the girl a few
feet away and sat swatting the bottom of the little blue shorts.
"Mommy, don't — " The girl started to cry.
Romayne's harul beat down. Her eyes stared deeply into the curls
flopping each time her hand hit. She barely heard herself shouting,
"You scared me . . . You could've gotten hurt. Don't you ever run off
again! Don't you ever leave me like that again ... ever. ..ever..."
Finally Romayne heard her daughter's screaming and her
numb hand hitting the girl. She let go, exhausted, and the child fell
in a heap on the ground. Romayne looked down and seemed to fall
into those curls; she bent over the girl, her voice changed, husky
from her shouting.
"I 'm sorry, honey. You didn 7 give me a choice. You know how you
can 7 just run off like that. You know that's not good."
She gathered the girl into her arms. Lorna's sobs had turned to hic
cups. Romayne smiled sadly and tucked the girl's wet face to her neck.
"You 're a mess now," she whispered. "Manna go home? Lorna?
You wanna go home?"
Lorna nodded, and Romayne looked over the heads at the chil
dren. She walked past them slowly, not seeing their scared stares and
took her daughter home.
The bus's wheels took Romayne further across the prairie, past
colonies of billboards and occasional exit signs. The even rhythm
took her deeper. A child's voice chattered loudly from the front, "If
you hear a baby named Rebecca and she has a brother named Andy
and a mother named Nancy, then you know .. ."
Romayne was sitting in the living room of her father's trailer
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house, speaking loudly and trying to control herself by pretending a
dignity she didn 7 feel.
"Her tuime is Montgomery, Lorna Wounded Heart Montgomery."
Romayne remembered so easily how the sun could shine so
brightly in the window opposite her and send no warmth into the
trailer. She hugged the sleeping baby closer to her body.
"Dad, that's what I'm Calvin'her... Dad, are you going come in
here? I don't manna hafta keep yelling. It'll wake her up."
She waited and heard the water continue running in the sink.
She looked down at the baby, mouth slipped open, twitching in sleep,
the pink cap covered fuzzy hair that wasn't as dark as Romayne's.
She wondered if the hair would grow in curly or straight. She smiled
and hoped for thick and curly, just like the baby's father.
She heard her father's steady footsteps enter the room and didn 7 bother looking up to see his face. She knew his hard black eyes.
They'd be the same as they had when she'd told him months ago that
she'd met someone, a guy with Homestake Mining up at Leads. She
hated how hurting those eyes could look, how hurt.
"He's coming hack. He just went back to his folks' place for the
holidays. They live all the way out in Sioux Falls ... he's got a baby
now, course he's gonna come back." Her voice wasn't as steady as
his, and rose a little as she spoke.
Her father didn't respond, he just walked to the far corner of the
room, giving his opinion in his movement. His boots pressed the floor
boards evenly as if to say that boy'd mined his gold and gone. She lift
ed her face and looked at him. His back was straight and his legs still
strong, but he looked fifteen years older than he should have. His belly
fell over his worn jeans, and his face was creased with lines so deep and
heavy his eyelids seemed to barely open. His eyes didn't blink but
focused on the blank television in the room s corner.
"I named her Montgomery. / want her to know who her father
is. Just 'cause he and I aren 7 married doesn 7 mean she can 7 have
his name ... I named her Wounded Heart, too; it 'II be like her mid
dle name. I figured you'd want that. I figured it'd be enough."
Romayne breathed in deeply, feeling the cold air slapping against
her hot cheeks. "She '11 know she's got some Indian in her.
"Look at her, Dad. She looks as white as Mom was. She's only
a quarter Indian. Why should my Lorna spend her life being put
down for something she's only a little bit of? "
He still wouldn 7 say anything, still wouldn 7 take his eyes off the
corner of the room.
"Even if things don't work out with Dave, I'm gonna go by
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Montgomery." Silence. "Dammit, Dad, if Lorna wants to know what
it's like to he Indian," Romayne's played her eyes around the sparse
room, pouncing on the empty bottle of wild turkey tucked behind a
recline r, "I'll send her over here. She'll learn fast."
Her father stepped towards the couch, surprising Romayne. She
felt herselfjump. He stood for a couple seconds, turned his eyes on the
baby, then reached down, a bony, long fingered hand, and touched a
pale cheek. When he spoke it was so soft, so even, so low, at first she
thought it was the wind outside. Then he straightened and walked out
into the winter as calmly as he had entered the living mom.
Romayne sat, unmoving as the early morning brightened to
noon. She stared out the window to the bleached sky until the twelve
o'clock light stained her eyes and absorbed everything. She didn 't
notice her cheeks were still hot, warming tears she wouldn't admit
were falling.
"Hoka hey." He d said. It's a good day to die.
The bus rolled fifty miles above the border of the Rosebud reser
vation, the first time she'd been that close in twenty-one years. That
year Lorna started asking why she didn't have a daddy like the other
kids. That year Romayne's father finished what he'd started long
before. The phone call had come four years, almost to the day, after
he'd left her in the trailer alone with her baby and a box full of
papers. That call had been the reservation authority telling Romayne
her father'd shot himself in the head.
"It was the kind of place you'd have hated. Mom. This apart
ment," Lorna's voice drifted off as she eased the car into the turn
lane. "I think you'll like this one better."
"Why, what was wrong with the other one?" Romayne was
frowning, looking at the dashboard. "Let's turn this noise down.
After my long ride, I have such a headache."
Lorna reached over slowly, the two wooden bracelets on her arm
knocking together, and turned the jazz off. "Nothing. No, nothing
specifically was wrong with it, it just reminded me of that run-down
place we lived in in Rapid, the—"
"Run-down place?"
"The one that got water damage from the flood."
"That apartment was just fine, kept for the water. You remem
ber that?" Romayne asked skeptically. She looked at Lorna. As the
car moved along the street, the store fronts' sharp lights haloed the
daughter's outline — curls pulled into a low bun, angular profile —
and buried her features in the car's dark interior.
"Yeah, I couldn't have been too young—"
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"Oh, yes, you were. Not more 'an two or three."
"Good memory, I guess." Lorna's head turned around quickly. And
she accelerated, slipping the car into another lane. Her dangling ear
rings caught the street lights and Hashed them intensely at Romayne.
"If you remember that, you gotta remember the laundromat, it
was practically next door. That Christian place? Those stickers on
each washer. 'God bless' they said. Right on top of the lids?"
Lorna shrugged her shoulders.
"You must. They put out books with Bible stories 'stead of mag
azines, and you always made me read you the one about... what was
it... not Daniel... oh, David and Goliath."
"Sorry," Lorna shook her head, earrings flashing again. "No, I
don't think—"
"You remember, you were just crazy about that place."
Lorna bent her head forward a little bit, her voice even, empha
sizing each word, "No, Mom, really, I don't remember it."
Romayne sounded distracted and dismissed her, "You do too, you
just can't think of it now." She shifted in the bucket seats, vinyl cracking
but muffled underneath the soft blanket Lorna had spread as a covering.
Lorna took a deep breath, laughed a little. "Okay, Mom."
Romayne watched the lights flash past the car, red and green and
orange and glaring white, confetti that peppered the dark shapes of
the people walking slowly in the summer humidity.
"I'm glad you moved, that was right close to downtown, wasn't
it? I didn't like knowing you were there."
"I only moved a couple blocks, I'm still in Uptown. That's what
it's called. It's a pretty good area."
"I don't know about that, Lorna. I just can't think it's very safe.
But I suppose you wanted to stay close to your job. I can't believe I
haven't even asked you how it's going . . . It's cold in here. It can't
be good to run the air conditioning in traffic like this." Romayne
reached over and pushed a button on the dash.
"Mom, I'll do it, that's not the right one." Lorna brushed her
hand away. "Let me do it. Work is fine. I can't wait to open my own
studio, I'm getting a little sick of shooting babies and two year odds,
but Pro-Ex is a good company to work for."
Romayne sat back. "That's nice. But you know, you don't know
anything about being in a city."
Lorna scratched the back of her neck and kneaded her shoulder
and didn't respond to her mother.
"You'd only been to Denver once when you moved to the
Twin Cities."
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"Yes, I know that. Mom. Really, it's not much different from
when I lived in Rapid in college."
"If it's not much different why don't you just come home then?
People in South Dakota need their pictures taken too." Romayne's
voice sounded pleased.
"I like it here. I don't want to move back to the Hills."
A curl slipped free from Lorna's bun and floated down.
Romayne could tell because it blocked the long earring from the
light. She reminded herself not to rush things, she had all weekend.
And she stretched her arm out to push the curl behind her daughter's
ear, saying distractedly, "I'm so glad you didn't get my hair, at your
age I was already going grey. Of course I had a baby to support."
"Mom. Please, don't," Lorna jerked her head away. Her foot
banged on the brakes and the car slammed to a stop at an intersection.
"Careful . . . And now don't get huffy, you always overreact."
Romayne adjusted her seat belt.
Lorna's head stayed directed at the stop light. She said in a flat
voice, "It's good to see you too, Mom."
The light changed and the car sped forward.
"So. You never did get around to telling me anything about this
place of yours."
Lorna breathed in deeply and nodded. She described it room by
room until she maneuvered her car into a parking space on a street
lined with houses.
"The apartment is the upstairs of this house," she jerked her head
to the house next to them. "I've made up the other bedroom for you."
They got out of the car, and Lorna lifted Romayne's suitcase from
the backseat. She walked to the porch, explaining, "I couldn't get the
full day off, but I'll be home by noon. Thought then maybe we'd go
sightseeing. I figured you'd want to see a little of Minneapolis."
The words drifted back to Romayne, who walked stiffly behind
her daughter. The woman watched the swishing of Lorna's full skirt
in the streetlight, and heard the jingle of keys as she turned and
unlocked the door. Sightseeing, she agreed as she followed Lorna up
a set of narrow stairs, sounded fine.
By the time Romayne reached the second floor, Lorna was
already walking through the apartment turning lamps on.
"Steep stairs. Don't think it would hurt them to put in a light bulb
or two. Could be a little dangerous if you weren't paying attention."
Romayne puffed. She shuffled into the living room and set her purse
upon a low coffee table. "At least you have air in this apartment."
"If you say so," Lorna walked quickly out of the room.
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Romayne heard her daughter's sandaled feet slapping lightly on a
wooden floor. Lorna's voice drifted back. "I'm putting your suitcase in
this spare room. You must be tired after that drive, and you probably
still have that headache. I'm sure you just want to get to bed."
"Mmmm, no. I'm really not very tired, the drive from the bus
station woke me up." Lorna's mother wandered around the living
room, pausing to look at the books and plants on the shelving that
dominated one long wall. She tapped a pale wooden plank with her
fingers. "Oh, now this is cute."
"What, Mom?" Lorna's voice came from another room. A cou
ple of drawers slid shut and the daughter reappeared in the doorway.
She repeated her question.
"These shelves." Romayne turned and smiled. "Using wood and
those cement blocks is such a cute idea."
Lorna was leaning against the door frame. She folded her arms,
bending her head for a moment and seemed to be watching the
Oriental rug on the floor. She raised her head again and Romayne
was sure she smiled back.
"Did you change? It's so dark in here, I can barely see what
you're wearing." Romayne continued her exploration of the living
room, "Aren't there any overhead lights?"
"I kind of like the atmosphere." Lorna watched her mother inch
around the room, picking up the tv guide, fingering the ivy plant on
the end table. "Besides the ceiling is so high, I don't think it would
look right."
"I suppose you're right, but.. . Well, it's a good thing the ceiling
is so high, as small as this room is. Arc the others this small?" She had
made her circle and now brushed past Lorna into the hallway.
"Your room is that one—" Lorna turned, shrugging her shoulder
to the left, but Romayne had already disappeared into the bedroom
on the right.
"You still don't make your bed?" Romayne laughed loudly and
began smoothing the beige sheets.
Lorna's voice sounded pained. "Mom, please don't make my
bed. I'm not twelve and I like it the way it is."
"Well, you don't have to sound so hurt, I didn't mean to invade
your space, or whatever you used to accuse me of. I'm just trying to
be motherly."
"Whatever. Um, if you aren't tired, you want something to drink?
I have a few different kinds of tea, or there's some coke." Lorna held
out her hand as if to guide her mother into the kitchen, but the woman
moved to the foot of the bed and stood staring at a painting.
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"This painting looks familiar. Didn't you have one like it in
Rapid?"
"Yeah, a smaller one. It's hanging in the kitchen, if you'd like to
see it."
Her mother didn't move, Lorna cocked her head and looked at
the print as well. She spoke quietly, "I just love this one."
Romayne didn't seem to hear her. The brown and white splotch
es of paint danced in the dark frame. "What's this suppose to be a
picture of? Animals or something ?"
Lorna breathed deeply, nodding as she crawled onto the bed
and outlined half a dozen horses with her hand. "It's so detailed."
She sat back and concentrated on it. Romayne thought she seemed
nearly at ease.
"I still can't see them, but that's okay." Romayne added without
really realizing it, "Looks expensive, though."
Lorna stiffened. And her mother noticed a hesitation. "I bought
it with my first paycheck after moving in here."
"I'll take some coffee."
"What?" Lorna glanced over her shoulder.
"Decaf. You said I could have something to drink." Romayne
raised her eyebrows innocently.
"I don't have decaf. Mom." She stood up and shuffled the pil
lows at the head of the bed.
"Well, just don't bother then. And I still don't know. That pic
ture looks so busy." Romayne turned her head and looked around the
room. "And it's a little big for the size of the room, don't you think?
Lorna began yanking the pins out of her bun. She ignored her
mother and spoke as if picking up another conversation. "Ok, Mom.
You can sleep in, because I won't be back from work until about
noon. Did I tell you all this already?
"Oh, how is work? Romayne wandered the few steps over to the
dresser.
"Fine, just fine. But I do get tired." She shook her hair and let it
fall down, not taking her eyes off her mother. "Guess I'm getting old.
I need more sleep than I used to."
Romayne's hand loomed above the top of the dresser. "I hope
you aren't so tired you don't get out. Though I suppose it isn't real
safe to go out around here."
"I get out enough." Lorna moved past her mother, bumping her
shoulder, and set the pins down on the dresser near where Romayne
was picking up a bottle of perfume. "Do you want me to show you
your room?"
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"Good, you're getting out. Does that mean you're dating some
one?" Romayne sniffed the bottle and put it down.
"What?" Lorna shook her head, trying to figure out how to
answer just as Romayne moved towards the closet.
"Mom, you really must be tired." Lorna quickly stepped in front
of her and, taking her by the elbow, steered Romayne across the hall.
"Fine then, I can take a hint." Romayne sounded hurt. She sat
heavily on the bed, testing one of the pillows lightly with her hand.
"Mom, it's just—" Lorna shifted her weight.
Romayne's voice became defiant. "No, I'll leave you alone, you
should get your sleep."
Lorna stood uncertainly in the doorway. "Alright... The fridge
is full, and there's some fruit on the counter, bananas and—"
"I'll find it myself tomorrow. You just go now. I'm starting to get
very tired." Romayne fell silent.
Lorna sighed a 'good night Mom' and shut the door as she left the
room. Romayne turned off the bedside lamp and leaned against the
bed's headboard. She sat in the dark, watching the headlights from the
street's cars slide along the wall of the blackened room. Eventually,
still leaning against the headboard, she fell into an empty, dreamless
sleep.
Romayne woke to the sound of Lorna showering, but she didn't
get up. She laid in bed opening and closing her eyes, noticing without
really seeing the morning light trying to filter through Lorna's opaque
curtains, which she didn't remembering closing. She laid there
smelling the coffee and listening to the sounds of her daughter's morn
ing routine. The closet door creaked shut, the kitchen cupboards qui
etly fell back into place. Romayne laid and smiled at Lorna's thinking
she was being so quiet. Then the slow clicks of her heels came down
the hallway, paused in front of the two bedrooms and moved on. soon
quieted by the living room rug. The door closed and she was gone.
Romayne got up and went into the bathroom. Lorna's robe was
tossed over the towel rack, and her mother hung the soft fabric on the
back of the door. She opened the medicine chest hidden by the mir
ror but shut it quickly. Not much there, and the labels were all too
small for her to read. She moved to the kitchen.
As she entered it she noticed how high the windows were, how
they really did let in a lot of light. That almost made up for the small
rooms, Romayne figured, pouring coffee into a mug Lorna had set
out. She opened the refrigerator, looking for the cream. She moved
bottles around but couldn't find anything other than a carton of skim
milk that smelled as if it must be close to expiration; she couldn't
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see the date stamped on it. She set it on the counter and poked
through the other three shelves. When she finished, the milk was
joined with two containers of what she figured was some kind of
Chinese food, a block of cream cheese, and a covered bowl full of
noodles and vegetables that Romayne was convinced had probably
not been edible when even first cooked. She was sure she'd missed
something, the fridge still smelled slightly off, but she couldn't find
anything. After she dressed, she decided, she'd come back and give
it a good cleaning out. She threw these things into the trash under the
sink and picked up her coffee cup.
Shuffling back down the hall, she stopped by the bedroom doors
and noticed Lorna's door was shut. She took a sip of coffee and
walked into her own room. She opened the curtains to a view of the
wall of the house next door. As far as Romayne could see the blinds
were down on all those windows, but just to be on the safe side she
pulled the curtains shut again before she dressed. She dug through
her suitcase and pulled out the clothes she wanted, in the process
realizing that she had forgotten her hair brush. Walking across the
hall, Romayne hesitated slightly, then opened Lorna's door.
Perfume still clouded the air. Romayne never liked this scent,
too musky. Luckily Lorna hadn't started wearing it until sometime in
college, so it never got a chance to smell up Romayne's apartment.
The bed was not made, and Romayne left it. She walked around the
bed to the dresser which looked much more cluttered than it had the
night before, the morning sunlight showed seemed to show things
that had been hidden by the low lamp light the night before. A cou
ple of the dresser drawers were open a bit, and Romayne uncon
sciously moved to tuck the clothing back in and tried to shut them.
The top one was sticking, and she leaned against it. It wouldn't
move. She finally shook the drawer, and jerked it back, knocking a
couple of things over on the dresser.
"She should have brought her dresser from home," Romayne
thought. "That one is so much nicer. Good thing I kept it. She can
start using it again when she comes back with me."
The drawer was so full, she wasn't surprised it wouldn't shut.
She reached in. her fingers finding smooth cloth stuck in the back.
She finally worked it free and pulled out a small, black nightgown
Romayne couldn't see Lorna wearing. Maybe it was a slip, she
decided as she folded it and laid it on top of the pile of underwear.
This is just as bad as her refrigerator, and Romayne wondered how
Lorna could find anything in here. She lifted out a couple more
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pieces of clothing, one white, one red, both smaller than the first. She
quit. Maybe she'd just let Lorna take care of it. This time when the
pushed, the drawer caught the grooves and slid easily into place.
Romayne straightened the bottles on the dresser that had fallen
earlier and picked up something between the jewelry box and neck
lace stand. Romayne picked it up and brought it close to her face. It
was a double picture frame, one she had given Lorna before she
moved here. On the left side was a photo of two of them at gradua
tion. Too bad it couldn't have been a better picture, Romayne's dou
ble chin showed and her hair looked so grey. She was squinting too;
the day had been so bright. Even though Lorna was smiling off to the
side, it was still a good photo of her. But that was no surprise,
whether she took them or was in them Romayne had not yet seen a
photo of Lorna she disliked. The connecting frame held part of the
"Serenity Prayer" Romayne had copied down herself: "Grant me the
serenity to accept the things I can not change, the courage to change
the things I can, and the wisdom to know the difference."
Such a beautiful poem, Romayne thought as she looked from it
to the photo a couple times. Then she set it back upright on the dress
er, pleased about noticing how similar her and Lorna's smiles were
in that photo. But as she arranged the frame to fit next to the jewelry
box, she felt another frame sitting there.
Romayne picked up the gold frame and, examining it, immedi
ately recognized Lorna's smile. But the rest of it was unfamiliar,
Lorna was sitting on an attractive couch near a large stone fireplace.
That wasn't the main thing Romayne noticed. Lorna wasn't the only
person in the photo. There were four, no five other people there, a
man and woman around Romayne's age, and three guys, two teenage
boys, and a man next to Lorna. All of this registered in a second,
Romayne was not paying much attention to those details. She was
focusing on something else. The other people, the family, in the
photo were all very dark, very black. Romayne brought the frame
closer to her. Everyone was smiling so happily, it looked as if they'd
been caught unexpectedly, in the middle of laughing about some
thing. The man on the couch had his arm around Lorna while her
head leaned comfortably on his shoulder. His teeth seemed to shine.
Romayne studied all the faces, especially the woman's, expecting,
hoping, to find some tensed muscle, some displeasure. Nothing.
Romayne dropped the photo on the dresser and yanked all the
drawers open again. She jerked out all the negligees she'd folded and
threw them on the floor. Tripping on the edge of the comforter, she
moved to the closet and pulled open the door. Too dark to see, she
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felt the hangers until she found what she expected. Tucked against
the wall were a couple pairs of pants, a few dress shirts, and a large
men's bathrobe hanging on a hook.
Romayne stepped back and sat on the bed. She could feel those
ugly spots Loma swore were horses bearing down, falling on her as
she tried to decide what to do, how this changed things. She told her
self she had to calm down and, going back to the dresser, she put the
photo of the man back as it had been. She was standing there,
smelling Lorna's perfume getting fainter, and growing more worried,
when the telephone rang.
It was the kind of city, Romayne could tell as soon as she and Lorna
arrived downtown, that was not for living in. It reminded her of the cir
cus Lorna'd beg to go to every year. Romayne had hated it, had been so
glad when Lorna'd been old enough to go on her own. The city's air
seemed to shake with the unnaturally heavy weight of the heat and the
feel of too many late night performances. The wide sky was turned into
a big top tent by tall glass buildings that wavered in the heat, threatening
to collapse. And the clowns walked around, weaving between Hennepin
and First Avenue, offering distractions to the crowd in which Romayne
was a reluctant spectator. She held her purse closer to her body as they
came into view of the fanner's market. She thought of the Metrodome
Loma had pointed out on the drive; its white dome reminded Romayne
of a trampoline used to catch the acrobats. But Romayne knew how well
it worked, Lorna'd told her how often it was under repair. Directly over
their heads, tightrope walkers balanced across the skyways of the down
town and Romayne waited for them to fall.
"Let's stop here, I want to get some honey sticks."
Loma slipped out of the slow current of pedestrians, her hand
trailing behind, extended for her mother to follow. By the time
Romayne turned, her daughter had disappeared. The woman bumped
through the bodies in the direction Loma had gone and eventually
caught sight of a maroon t-shirt underneath a yellow umbrella.
"Oh, I thought you might've decided to go on," Loma said to her
mother as the woman slowly stepped into the shade.
Romayne watched Loma's hand disappear against the blur of
colors as the daughter reached into the mound of containers and
plucked out the long plastic tubes filled with flavored honey.
The mother finally responded. "Those terrible things. You
always loved them," she sniffed. "So messy."
Loma's arm paused and hovered unsteadily, with indecision, in
the air. Her voice was sounded strained. "Mom, try and humor me.
Can you hand me those cinnamon ones by you?"
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Romayne waved her hand in front of her face. She looked
around for the stand she'd been moving towards when Lorna had
come here. "You do it for me. I'm going to get you some flowers."
"Flowers?" Lorna questioned, but her mother had already
moved away. She breathed a quiet 'fine' and, after paying, followed
Romayne.
"I have flowers."
"Those sweet peas look dead. You need some new ones, bigger
one to fill up your kitchen." Romayne moved her hand casually over
the bouquets whose colors seemed to be swimming together.
Lorna conceded. "Okay ... How about these lilies?"
"Oh no, not those. Do you see any irises?"
"These right in front of you?" Lorna motioned to a cluster.
Romayne laughed uneasily. "Right in front of my nose. This
heat must be getting to me, I'm not used to it. It's not like this at
home, you know."
"The humidity's higher here. No, not the orange ones." Lorna
shook her head unhappily as her mother pulled a bunch.
"These are good. Why don't you reach in my purse and get my
wallet, I don't want to mess these up."
"That's fine. Mom. I'll pay." Lorna slapped down the money.
They moved back into the traffic of the noon crowd, neither of
them talking for a few minutes.
"I was surprised to get your call," Lorna brushed a stray hair out of
her face, speaking slowly. "I was planning to come out for Labor Day."
"I know, but I got some time off, I agreed to work the fourth. I
know how busy July and August will be, I thought I might as well do
a little travelling now."
"It's been a long time since you've been out of the Hills, Mom,"
Lorna stated.
"And it's been a long time since you've been back," Romayne
returned.
"I was going back for Labor Day."
"That's too far off, you must miss it. Not coming home for
Christmas. You must miss the Hills."
They moved in and out of the shadows of the canopied stands.
"No, I don't. So far away from everything, so many damn
tourists. I like it here. And I didn't know the restaurant was in the
habit of offering vacation time."
Romayne handed her the flowers.
"Here, you can take these. I told you I just had some time off. I
missed my daughter and I just thought I'd come visit." Her voice
slipped higher.
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They had walked to the end of the market and were at an inter
section.
"Mom, why are you here?"
The crosswalk sign changed and they crossed the street,
Romayne staying close to Lorna's side as they stepped in between
people hurrying back to their jobs.
Lorna started to speak, but Romayne cut her off. raising her
voice to be heard over the idling cars, "I forgot to tell you. You had
a phone call this morning."
Romayne thought she heard Lorna's heels lose their self assured
rhythm on the sidewalk.
"I didn't see it on the machine."
The street and the people down the block shimmered in the
heavy heat. Romayne looked at Lorna, and the girl seemed to shim
mer the same way. "Oh, I hate those answering machines. I figured
since I was there I d just pick up. I should have written it down .. ."
"Do you remember who it was?"
"Don't worry, I think I remember." She let Lorna wait a couple
of minutes and watched the girl smooth her hand over her hair ner
vously. "It was Dayton's calling about something."
Lorna's shoulders relaxed. "Probably just the new drapes I
ordered."
"Drapes?" Romayne asked neutrally.
"Yeah, the ones in my bedroom were there when I moved in. I
thought I'd get some new ones."
The mother and daughter walked on, Lorna stopping every few
stores to window shop.
Facing a display of furniture Lorna tensed again. She finally
asked, "They wanted Lorna Wounded Heart, didn't they?"
Romayne nodded slowly, eyebrows raised as if it had been an
unpleasant expectation.
I was going to tell you, but ... I had a feeling you wouldn't
appreciate it, Mom."
Oh. well, I m just a little surprised. I shouldn't be, you always
do whatever you want..."
But... Lorna had walked on to the next window.
No. Romayne responded. "I just don't understand why anyone
who didn t look Indian, hair and skin like yours, would want to tell
everyone what she was."
Lorna started to say something and changed her mind. "I just want
to figure out who I was. That's it. Mom. I didn't do it to spite you."
Romayne shook her head. "It's your life."
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For another block Lorna continued glancing in the windows,
while Romayne watched the people walking in the series of skyways
stretching down the street.
"I don't have to go back to work for a few more days,"
Romayne's voice came out a little too high. Lorna jumped slightly.
"And I think I'd like to keep travelling."
The daughter stopped her window shopping and waited, picking
at the long stalks of irises in her hand.
"I thought maybe we could go somewhere together. You'd drive,
of course," Romayne smiled in a way that almost looked sheepish.
Lorna's voice was even. "Where were you thinking of?"
"How about going to Rosebud this weekend? You must be curi
ous about it."
Lorna hesitated slightly before she said calmly, "If that's what
you want, Mom, we can leave tomorrow morning."
They fell again into silence as they walked underneath the sky
ways where the tightrope walkers teetered.
It was the kind of place that looked back at Romayne as fiercely as
she looked at it. Just outside of Wahpekute, the bright sun flashed off
headlights from a stalled Camero, piercing her eyes. For an instant the
sun spots danced with the clouds of dark haze in her sight. She blinked
rapidly until the sunspots disappeared, and looked again, saw how the
sun had bleached and baked the land and pulled everything low to the
earth. She saw dust smothering all of it, clouding her vision, hazing the
empty headlights that had so reflected the sun so brightly.
That was fine, she told herself as she closed her eyes, she knew
what this town looked like. She remembered clearly from the last
time. She saw the ground swallowing the shacks, all identical, built
by the housing authority, all broken windows and yards with trash.
She saw the stop sign pocked with bullet holes. She saw dust mixed
with the high summer humidity and paint, heavy sweat on two
teenage boys sitting on a porch. She saw the dust coat the black hair
of a baby sleeping outside a small grocery store. She could feel the
dust crawling up from the bottom of Lorna's car.
"Mom, we're here," Lorna said quietly.
Romayne's face was turned toward the window, "I've been
awake since Mission."
Lorna sounded tired, "You still want to go to the cemetery?"
"That's the only thing here for us," Romayne shifted.
"Do you remember where it is?"
Romayne nodded. "Go straight, there should be an old gas sta
tion up here... where is it?"
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"You mean this Congo?" Lorna pointed to the left. The obnox
ious red and beige stripes sharply cut through the dust in Romayne's
eyesight.
"I guess so, someone must have come in and remodelled. It did
n't look like that the last time I was here. Go right . . . It's near the
end of this street."
Lorna stopped the car at the side of the dirt road. The cemetery
sat at the end of an alley strung between a small house and a barn
where children played tag. The women got out, Lorna carrying the
cluster of irises. Romayne stretched her legs.
"Behind the gym."
"Isn t it a church?" Lorna shaded her eyes from the summer sun
as they walked down the alley.
Romayne responded confidently, "The church was the one that
looked like two houses stuck together. Just before we turned onto the
main street."
The cemetery had no gates. Once the alley stopped, the three
dozen grave markers began. The flat stones laid into the ground,
some sunken at odd angles, some flush with the few clumps of wild
grass. The one they wanted was somewhere towards the far side,
towards the left, Romayne explained as she stood at the edge of the
cemetery. Lorna walked around in silence and found the right stone
after two or three minutes.
"'Sinte Lionel Wounded Heart'". Lorna bent down, laying the
irises on the marker, and listened as her mother picked her way slow
ly through the graves. Lorna heard Romayne trip and catch herself,
but didn't turn around. "No dates?"
"He didn't want 'em." Romayne's shadow fell over the grave.
"He didn't wanna burial in a Christian cemetery either. He's just
lucky I managed to get him something."
Romayne stopped speaking and she just stood, her shadow
unwavering.
Eventually Lorna said quietly, "I remember a little bit about
coming out here. Drinking root beer out of a bottle at a restaurant,
my new pink winter coat, and . . ." She searched her memory. "You
carrying me somewhere, the first time you'd carried me in years. You
always told me to walk."
Romayne didn't respond, she watched her daughter's long arm
pluck out the few blades of grass around the marker. Voices of the
children floated down the alley. Romayne felt hours pass, days,
years, as she stood on the edge of that reservation town.
She cleared her throat and finally said, "I forgot to pay my phone
bill before I left Custer."
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"What?" Lorna's head glanced up towards her mother, and in this
sunshine, the daughter's face was lit so brightly Romayne could see
confusion twisting her daughter's mouth.
"I guess it's not important, but I keep forgetting to pay it."
They retreated into silence again. Both women felt the weight of
the air between them. Romayne eventually sat on the ground.
"Mom, what the hell are we doing here?"
Romayne shrugged her shoulders towards the grave, "I just
thought you should see where you come from. You want to be Indian
so bad. This is what it is."
"Nice, Mom. Sometimes . . Lorna breathed deeply. "I'm sure
this is hard... So, yeah, a lot of this place is just plain ugly. But how
about those riders over there on the ridge."
She motioned to the expanse behind Romayne. The woman bare
ly glanced back, the two hazy shapes miles in the distance merged with
the ones in her vision.
Lorna continued, "You'll think it's ridiculous, but I feel some sort
of history here. I—"
"History," Romayne's voice was cynical. "Your history is a people
who are fat and diabetic 'cause of the food the government gives them."
Lorna bent her head back to the sky but stayed silent.
"And those children," Romayne flopped her arm in the direction
of the gym as adults corralled the kids. "Over half of them are sick
'cause their mothers drank until they were born. Don't think 1 don't
know where part of me comes from. I know and I don't want it."
Lorna still didn't say anything. Romayne pushed it a step further.
"I'm not feeling sorry for myself, those kinds of things happened to
other people. Like them Mexicans. Like them blacks."
Lorna sat straighter, legs tucked underneath her, arms folded tight
ly across her chest. "Is this why you brought me here. Mom? Scare the
Indian out of me? Or you just trying to control me?"
Romayne seemed to dismiss the daughter's comment with a wave
of her hand, but she kept her eyes focused on the girl's body. "Oh,
please, Lorna. There you go overreacting."
"God, Mom, I'm not overreacting. I'm trying to deal with you."
She rubbed her temples. "I'm part Indian. I live in Minneapolis. I'm
doing just fine ... Can't you just once be happy for me?"
Romayne looked hard at her daughter and waited for her to say
something else. Nothing. So she continued. "Am I so bad?"
"Oh, Mom. Don't pull this." Lorna tipped her head and looked
away.
"No, listen to me. Am 1 so bad that you'll ignore everything I've
tried telling you, you'll just throw away being white?"
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Lorna looked hack at her and they each waited, each expecting
the other one to finish.
"What are you saying?" Lorna's voice was tense.
Romayne paused for a second, then kicked her foot towards the
grave. "I'm just saying you'll ruin your life and follow this? Isn't that
enough?"
"Plenty."
"What has he done for you?"
"Who?" Lorna's back was stiff.
If Romayne hadn't been so angry, she would have smiled. "Your
grandfather, of course. Who else?"
Lorna didn't relax. "What did he do for me? What did my
father?"
"He had reason to leave, he was promoted and transferred—"
Romayne fired back.
"Jesus."
"And you know this grandfather of yours left 'cause of you."
Romayne heard her voice rising. "You were such a hard baby, he
couldn't take all that crying."
Lorna caught the change in her mother's voice and returned with
sarcasm, "Really, Mom? I'm glad you set me straight."
Then she stopped and seemed to pull her anger back, she
brought her knees to her chest, dust raising and settling as she
moved. "Maybe, Mom, you could consider that he moved back
because he was lonely, he wanted to move home, back to his friends,
his family, his people."
Romayne restrained herself from snapping a comment back at
Lorna, not yet, she needed control. She, too, adjusted her tone. "You
finally said something right, a person should stick with his own peo
ple. You should stick with yours."
She pulled her eyebrows together and waited for a reply. Lorna
didn't even move.
"If you want to hear about 'his people' I can tell you a little story
all about them. Photographs are so important to you, you should like
this." Romayne sighed.
The sound of singing children echoed from the gym.
"Know why we don't have any pictures of him? That was the only
part of the res he ever talked about. He wouldn't let anyone get his pic
ture taken. He wouldn't even let me get school pictures, and one year I
asked him how come. He said that when he was growing up, and just
'til a few years before I was born, the oldest child in each family was
taken off the res. Up to Watertown, 1 think, to a boarding school."
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She could feel Lorna watching her, she finally had her attention.
"They had to stay for a few years. It was supposed to be so they could
learn English and take it back and teach everyone else, but it was just
a kinda slavery."
She brushed her hand over the ground, her bitten nails barely
leaving grooves in the dirt.
"He didn't have to go; he was one of the younger kids. His older
sister was there ... If they acted up at the boarding school, the kids
at home'd get punished. Then they'd take pictures of the beaten
brothers and sisters and send 'em to the ones at the school." Her eyes
were beginning to fill with tears.
"He rolled up his sleeve and made me feel the scars so I would
n't forget. Every time I heard about this place or anything, that's
what I thought of. I never wanted to come to a place where people'd
let things like that happen to their kids. I never wanted to be part of
people who were so weak."
Romayne wiped her arm across her eyes. Lorna didn't move.
When she spoke her voice was level.
"Is that the truth?"
"What?" Romayne was caught offguard.
"Is that story true, Mom?"
"How could you ask me that?" Romayne's voice sounded hurt.
Lorna shook her head, "Because I know you."
Romayne waited. The singing had stopped.
"Of course it's true," She lowered her voice so it was just above
a whisper. "I remember it so good. You really do think I'm that bad .
.. that I'd make that up. It's the only time I remember him talking to
me ... it was the only time he ever seemed to care I was in the room."
She hid her face in her hands.
"I can't believe . .." Her muffled voice continued.
Lorna sighed, "Dammit, Mom ..."
"That awful ...?"
"Ok, ok. I'm sorry. I shouldn't've said that." Lorna moved over
to her mother and awkwardly placed an arm around her.
Romayne continued. "... won't even talk to me."
"Mom, I didn't mean it."
"You don't even tell me things," Romayne said, lifting her head.
Lorna's arms tensed around her mother's body. "What things?"
"Oh, nothing much, just what's going on in your life."
"Just stop it, Mom. That's not true."
"Really." The tone of self-pity had fallen out of Romayne's
voice. Her head was next to Lorna's, this close the mother could see
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her daughter's eyes clearly. They seemed to be guarded, protecting
themselves.
"When were you going to tell me about him." It was not a question.
Lorna's eyelids closed quickly and opened slowly. "How'd you
find out?"
"And how long has it been going on?"
"How'd you find out. Mom?"
"I just saw a picture in your room . . ."
"My room?" Lorna's eyebrows shot down, shadowing her eyes.
"Still going through my room. I might as well be a child. Is that why
you came, to check up on me? Read my diary, too?"
"I'm your moth—"
"Don't give me that. That doesn't make it right..Lorna took her
arm off her mother and slid back. Her mouth stretched into a sad smile.
"We've been over and over this before, I don't know why I thought just
because I moved to another state things would be different."
"The only reason 1 do that is 'cause 1 know you never tell me
anything." Romayne's voice was defensive.
"Oh, Christ. You'd've been so supportive if I'd introduced Avi,
wouldn't you?"
"Avi? That's his name? What kind of a name is—"
"See!" Lorna laughed angrily.
Romayne shifted her body, she realized her leg had fallen asleep.
Almost without realizing it, she spoke, "Well, 1 just won't get upset.
You know it won't last."
"That's why I didn't tell you. That's exactly it!"
"Is that why you had that picture of those people setting right on
your dresser. You wanted me to find out, you just didn't want to tell me."
Romayne frowned. "Lorna, you've always done things like this—"
"Things like this?"
"Rebeling. Pushing your limits, staying out until dawn, hanging
out with those kids with the colored hair. Oh, how about the time in
high school you came home so drunk you couldn't see straight."
Lorna shook her head. "I knew you'd make yourself see it how
ever you wanted. It's just a phase, another phase. That's why I
stopped telling you things, you saw what you wanted to no matter
what I said. You will never, ever change. You've always seen me the
way you wanted and you always will. And that's the way it is." Lorna
jumped up and started brushing the dust off the back of her legs.
Romayne kept shaking her head. "That's not it."
Lorna sighed. "Mom."
"That's not it 'cause I won't always see you the way I wanted to."
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Lorna ignored her and began walking through the gravestones.
Romayne raised her voice slightly, "I'm going blind."
Lorna didn't stop.
"Fine, keep walking. Just leave me here." But Romayne saw
Lorna slow, then finally turn, hand on her hip.
"What'd you say?"
"I said I'm going blind."
"Wait." Lorna put her hands out in front of her. "I don't..."
"It's called degenerative myopia, my retina's tearing apart."
Romayne lowered her voice, she knew Lorna would have to come
closer to hear her. "You remember the spring before you graduated
from college ... I was seeing all those dots and I thought it was stress
so I took some time off, and they disappeared. But I found out what
they did is just float to the edges of my eyes, and I couldn't see them.
I let it go too long."
By the time she finished speaking, her daughter was standing in
front of her.
"You're serious?" Lorna asked, but Romayne could tell the girl
believed her.
"What'd you think?" Romayne laughed bleakly.
"I don't know. I'm sorry. I... Why didn't you tell me sooner?"
"You were a little busy making me feel unwelcome.wW
"No," Lorna shook her head. "Before it got this bad."
"Oh, there was nothing you could do, not for my eyes."
Romayne watched the clouds pass behind Lorna's figure. She
waited. The girl sat down again. Lorna smoothed her hands over her
curls. "You could come back to Minnesota with me, you could live
in my apartment."
Her mother cut her off, "I think we both know how that'd go.
Me, there ... I couldn't stand all those people."
Lorna shook her head again, quicker this time. "Don't. I'm not
giving up Avi. He's too important to me."
Romayne smiled wearily, "Oh, that wasn't what I meant. But
really, when I came out here, I wanted you to move home. I know I
can't ask you that now," Her voice rose slightly. ". . . knowing how
much you like it in Minneapolis, now that I know how much you
always hated the Hills .. ."
"Mom, he's going to move in with me when his lease is up next
month. I won't leave this."
"And I don't expect you to." Romayne sounded sympathetic. In
the distance, a dog barked and she turned her head in the direction of
the sound. "I know it must be hard, hearing all of a sudden your
mother's going blind and you're the only family and ..."
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"So what are you going to do? You can't stay in your apartment,
you can't keep working at the Chief," Lorna's confusion erupted. "I
can't move back."
"If I've handled it this far, I can keep going."
"Mom."
"The doctors in Rapid and Pierre tried to give me names of peo
ple to get a hold of for help. I just didn't listen to them 'cause I fig
ured you'd help me take care of it."
The two of them were caught in their own thoughts and faintly
heard that the children's singing start up again.
"But you see what happened when your grandfather tried to
depend on family..." Romayne saw her daughter reacting. 'No, I did
n't mean that against you. I just mean that I may not like you and . .
. Avi, but I'll get used to it, and I' 11 do what I have to."
Lorna's response was automatic, "I'll believe it when I see . . .
when it happens ... I'm sorry."
"It's okay," Romayne said quietly. "I'm fine."
They sat for a few minutes feeling the reservation sun.
"You really don't expect me to move back there?" Lorna didn't
sound convinced.
Romayne pushed herself off the ground. "You're happy. I don't
want to ruin that."
Lorna looked at the grave marker for a long time. She eventual
ly spoke, just as Romayne had hoped she would, "Mom, let me think
about.. . what to do. Give me some time."
Romayne looked down in calm triumph at her daughter, "We
don't have to figure everything out now. I know you'll do what's
right for everyone, you've always been so responsible."
She touched her daughter's shoulder. "Come on. Let's go."
They left the cemetery and walked to the gym, Romayne felt
better than she had in quite a while. As they approached the gym, she
listened to sound of the singing but didn't recognize the tune. When
they reached the door Romayne tapped Lorna's arm and motioned
with her head. They both stepped through the side door silently.
It was a small building, barely large enough to hold the basket
ball court. At one end, about a dozen children stood singing, the
words of the verses were indiscernible, but on the refrain all the voic
es fell in sync. "Mitaquasen. Every face, all my relatives. Every race,
all my relatives. Every place, all my relatives. Mitaquasen". A gath
ering of women and younger children sat on the gym floor, listening
to the music. Off on the side sat four white college-age kids, two
playing the guitar and singing along.
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Lorna and Romayne leaned against the cool wall. The song fin
ished and the group of youngest children ran over to a counselor
while the others ran to sit next to their families.
The counselor, a tall blond man with a deep voice, opened a
book and began to read. "'In the beginning God created the heavens
and the earth. And the earth was formless and void, and darkness was
over the surface of the deep; and the Spirit of God was moving over
the surface of the waters'".
Two five or six year old girls trotted back to the center, each
holding construction paper cut-outs.
"Then God said, 'Let there be light'; and there was light'." The
first girl pushed her cut-out high, Romayne couldn't see clearly
enough, but she figured it must be a sun.
"'And God saw the light was good; and God separated the light
from the darkness. And God called the light day and the darkness,
night'." The other girl pushed her moon up obediently.
The counselor continued speaking, his tone confident and smooth.
"'And evening passed'," he paused, while a round little boy car
rying a sign with writing on walked as quickly as he could in front
of the sun. He tripped over the moon's foot, catching himself before
he fell. Reaching the other side of the stage he stood, his face a deep
red. Romayne could feel his embarrassment from where she stood. A
few parents murmured the word to the younger children, 'evening'
and the audience chuckled.
"'And morning came'."
Another boy darted across the stage, holding a sign of 'morning'
between his face and the audience. Another round of laughter.
Romayne didn't understand how these parents could laugh while she
could clearly see their children were being pushed into something
they didn't want to do.
"'And this was the first day.'" Beside the counselor a tiny girl
held up a paper with the number one boldly written. When he moved
onto the next creation, she enthusiastically threw down the first
paper. It fluttered to the floor and the audience laughed. The girl
smiled, pleased. Romayne didn't respond.
The skit continued, the creations adding trees and birds, cows
and horses, until 'evening' had passed and 'morning' had come again
and again. All ten children were back in front, grinning — some with
excitement, some with relief it was over — and holding props: the
world created.
The audience applauded loudly. Romayne merely clapped
politely; she was thinking how stupid it all was. She didn't under-
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stand how he could have come back, but she could see why he'd
needed to leave. Nothing changes here, still the whites come in and
teach the Indians about their God and their Christ. All in the name of
faith. She glanced over expecting to see similar thoughts frowning on
Lorna's face. Instead the daughter was smiling, all worry hidden or
forgotten, Romayne wasn't sure which, absorbed in the spectacle of
those children. She felt a rush of low anger and frustration and turned
back to the stage.
The girl who'd been holding the sun returned to the front when
the clapping died down. Romayne couldn't make out her features,
but she could see that against her hip the girl now carried a child
nearly as large as herself. In a quiet voice she introduced herself as
Zona American Horse, and explained unapologetically that her sister
had wanted to come up too.
"An* so I can't fold my hands, but we can still pray." Before she
bowed her head and started mumbling, 'our father who art in heav
en,' she smiled. It was a smile that for a second cracked the fuzzy
dark circle Romayne could see, bright and clean and pure, and then
almost immediately it was tucked away again.
But Romayne saw the smile long after it was gone, she froze
onto it while the people in the gym hummed the prayer. In that girl's
smile she saw her father, five years old, welts rising on his arms. That
smile rushed at her. In it she saw images she hadn't known were
burned into her mind. That little girl's face overlaid the cracked,
ripped earth of the reservation, the wavering buildings of the city,
ready to snap and crush everything below, and the Hills, indifferent,
indignant, silent.
That smile dug into her, exposing everything hidden in her mind,
and Romayne felt she was suddenly seeing everything the right way.
What she had thought was pride, strength, control, love she now saw
in that smile as anger, bitterness, jealousy, shame, and she felt
stripped and empty. She finally knew, with a clarity that made her
lose her breath, that even after her eyes darkened completely she
would still see the face of that child, of her daughter, of her father,
and they would all be looking away, smiling for someone else, some
thing else, in a way she never could. Her father had returned because
he felt something for this place that she couldn't; Lorna smiled here
comfortably because she felt it too. She was overwhelmed. She saw
how alienated she was, how closed off from everything that molded
that child's smile, and she realized she was utterly alone. She just
stood there and felt herself fading and filling with dust.
When the prayer ended, and the audience breathed a collective
'amen', Romayne shuffled to the car.
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It was the kind of place that overwhelmed even the oldest resi
dent when they returned home. The Hills welcomed Romayne back
into a sweet retreat which she felt more than she saw, returning alone
on the midnight bus. She'd had Lorna take her to Sioux Falls, the
nearest Greyhound connection, and then told her daughter she need
ed to be alone for awhile, that Romayne would call when she figured
out what she would do.
The mountains rose around Romayne, tucked her into their val
leys, and accepted her. The bus steadily climbed and swung with the
road. It moved past the exit for Mount Rushmore, passed by the yearround Christmas shop in the middle of nothing, passed the sign pro
claiming the daily reenactment of the settling of Hill City, passed the
half carved figure of Crazy Horse, pointing a long arm, directing the
solid mountain in which his body, his face, his eyes, were still
embedded. She wanted to bring these Hills and their contours in
close to her one last time as she laid her head against the seat rest,
closed her eyes, and remembered the day she realized her father was
never returning.
She felt herself reaching into the box her father had set on the
kitchen table for her. Not knowing what was there, decades earlier
she'd pulled out paper after paper. The marriage certificate, the sale
agreement of his allotment to his new wife's father, a picture of his
young bride, a clipping from "The Indian Times" announcing the
birth of Romayne Wanbulee Wounded Heart. At the bottom of the
box, tucked into a corner, a pair of photos were stuck carefully. One
was the photos he'd described to her years before, a faded black and
white picture of a boy with welts and bruises on his naked body. The
other was crisp and new, one of the photos the hospital had taken of
Lorna. Romayne had put one for him on his dresser, he hadn't men
tioned it. She'd thought he'd thrown it away. She hadn't understood
then, the pictures, or his return to die on the reservation. She'd taken
the photos out of the box and tucked them together in Lorna's baby
book, which she never opened again. But riding home that night,
Romayne thought she finally did understand. As the Greyhound
climbed back into the Hills, she felt a little of her father's spirit as she
breathed her promise, her curse, her agreement to the mountains.
"Hoka hey," she whispered.
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Two Drawings by Patrick John Moorhead

"One Past Midnight" charcoal on paper 1996
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"The Garden of Love" charcoal on paper 1995

Three Poems by James Parr

Funeral Weather
for Solene

When the water sings too loud
Under a broken pulse of wind
And the moon squats fat and bloody
Ready to stain the whole of sky
Beware the note or call
That enters too politely
To tell you they are dead
Or even worse, still dying.
Memory runs deep but wild
Cluttered by geography.
Dates, and arrangements.
You will forget all but this:
How two lovers lay naked
And busy with each other
When you went out to the pier
To argue with the tide.
Annapolis, 1995
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Schiele's The Embrace
Not lust, but true to the struggle
Of impatient limbs, they offer comfort
In observance, realize the smug
Effrontery of my vision.
They do not know each other
But have crushed themselves terribly
Into this semblance of joy,
Turned this truest act, this blind fuck
Into something resembling art.
They do not know what is clear:
Her skin is bad, he has another,
Schiele rapes his neighbors' children.
Fouls the same sheets with young cries.
And the paint was not mixed well.
Terribly I love them to accept these sins.
They accept nothing but each other.
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Memory of My Father:
Chesapeake Bay
Pulling a hook through gravity
You seduced them all:
Fifteen-pound Blues,
Surprised flounders bursting with themselves,
The occasional, comic Mudsuckers
That were thrown back
Still writhing.
You owned the sky
With its torturous sun,
Two clouds at rest
To make the azure more perfect.
You grew bold
With the smell of motor oil
Stretching in a wake of rainbow slick,
Conducted the din
Of wet flopping from the buckets
As our captives.
Who couldn't hold their eyes,
Grew desperate.
In the heat and stench
All I could do was puke
And take fragile naps
Balanced just above the surface
Between sluggish coolers.
Knives, and lunches.
Ago I couldn't appreciate
The hard travail of leisure,
The meaning in animal deaths
36
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And their steaming blood mosaics,
The mud red stream of flesh
Trailing like chaos into the ocean's heart,
The blood from your own hand
Sliced in pulling out the hooks
From frozen jaws.
At noon you called
To harvest the bologna sandwiches,
The slimy pickles leaking
Upon the sweating beer bottles,
And I had to be shaken to witness
The single moments
In days of average majesty,
The power of your indifference
To all these separate scales
I break myself to remember.
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•••I
mm •

'

N"

A
fl

_

.1 -

w,
•
/
>9*1

''.-3Sk
—J

(
• A

i
"Two Lips" oil pastel

•• •
BRODY BURROUGHS

39

Two Drawings by Brody Burroughs

-

"The Stretch " graphite on paper
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"Solitude " graphite on paper

Paul Laffay

Blacktop off Madison Ave.
Down on Madison there's a blacktop court with metal backboards
and bent rims
surrounded by a chain link fence that rattles on a windy day
and a dusty outfield that looks like a Martian moonscape
a place where
respect isn't cheap, earned not given
payed for with pain and sweat
with silky sweet moves
or with scabs on your knees and blood on your lip
Spindly lights from the diamond illuminate,
nocturnal suns in the day-hot night
Ferris, Coe, TJ, Reg. ..
D-Dubs and Coke with their pagers and pregnant girlfriends
All the boys, just off work with grease still on their hands or paint in
their hair
trying to run their frustrations off into the night
trying to find the remnants of an easier, simpler day
days when they worried about how tall they'd grow
not how tall their stack of bills would grow
trying to find a little piece of childhood
one that hasn't been corrupted
by tv, school, and booze
by fumblings in the backseats of cars
by the weeks dad and them can't see eye to eye
To a day when they looked in the mirror
and saw they could still be President or astronauts or Babe Ruth
C ars roll by windows down, music pumping
but the resounding pounding of the ball's the tune their thumping
Out on Madison
every night still looking
clutching all they have of their childhoods
on that bitter asphalt trail of tears
They're my brothers

41

Elena Dimuzio

The quiet Saturday green-grey light
spreads over the pages of a heavy book,
dimly reflected on the clean white paper.
Outside in the hallway people dragging
boxes through doors make heavy clanking
noises as they drop a bookend or lamp.
The doors crash into door frames but
then slide quietly, metal on metal,
until they're really closed.
Our sky is like beach glass washed
up from the North Sea. It clouds
so quickly on those rocky beaches.
This morning I heard a rustling and
a shrill buzz from the window, and
peered through the Venetian blind—
a smallish crow was there on the ledge
the feathers so black against this diffused
day, a couple of deep clicking sounds and
then a clatter of feathers for flying away.

42

Christopher Eliot

Mutton $8/lb.
Oh Agnus Dei, you take on such magnitude
these days between flying buttresses
and your multiple diocesan headquarters
in the business districts of most major
metropolitan areas, where your flocks in slick
grey suits do lunch, count change, and graze
with the tax-collecters, now their clones.
Your list of franchises, of satisfied employees
with full benefits and extended coverage
would drop any CEO to his knees.
"The Very Finest Life Insurance" for just
a dollar at the offertory. While U Sing.
Was this the house you had in mind?
We've still got your dear houses of ill-repute.
Some even have steeples, and BINGO
on thursdays. And the mountain grades
where you walked and tallied with Dad
are Now Available, but steep even for
a movie star. And you're not even hip
these days. Not, at least, since Heston
played Moses. Triradiant nimbi and tunicas
have been out since Nero's pyromania.
Still, I can't help but admire your disdain
for denarii and the immortal buck—
the modern collared think that's what
you meant by "bread." And gyros by
the weeping wall are two dollars/dozen.
You should have stuck to plywood, however
nobly you dreamed. You're stuck to enough ot it now.
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Holding My Mother
My mother at
eleven years old.
chubby knees held
tightly to her wet chin,
crumpled on the elementary
school toilet seat like
a soggy tissue-flower,
heard them whisper.
"My mother told me not to play with her."
"I can't go to her house anymore."
"He was her brother. "
My mother was young once.
The house was clean, she says,
but in mv mind. I see
a small, cluttered box
stained with alcohol
and paper dolls for a family
With eyes like frosty blue marbles.
I remember her telling me the story.
I would have slept all night
at her house, the only time
she dared have a slumber party
And not have run home when
her father screamed
profanity in wild bursts.
I would have seen her
hot, embarrassed tears
and invited her home to sleep
in my green canopy.
To share my mother,
to wrap her in clean sheets
and sip milk tea until
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the hiccup sobs quieted,
like raindrops settling
on an open window sill.
I would have given her
my mother to hold all night,
in soft cotton gown,
skin sweet with Oil of Olay,
hands cool as wet stones
smoothing the hair from
a sweaty forehead.
I would have given her
my mother—
And then maybe noticed
the shadows heavy faith memories
that swept through her grown-up eyes,
in so much need of familiar arms.
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Meghan Kenny

Moving

G

il comes home and says he quit work and wants to move
to Vermont of all places.

"You quit just like that?" I say.
"Just like that," he says. "Felt good too."
We are in the kitchen. I stand by the sink with my hands on my
hips. He pulls a Mountain Dew out of the fridge, lights a cigarette
and sits at the table.
"What now?" I say.
"What do you mean?" He says.
"Jesus," I say. 1 pick up my drink from the counter and nervous
ly run it around in my hands, wiping the wet of the glass off with my
fingers.
"I quit. That's all there is to it. I've had enough," he says.
"And you didn't even ask me?"
"And I didn't even ask you because it was my job and I left it. "
I put down the glass, pick up the dish towel from the counter and
throw it back.
"What about me? " I say. " You never asked me if I wanted to
move to Vermont."
"1 can't stay here anymore, Jackie, I can't. And I didn't tell you
or ask you because I didn't want to think about it. I didn't want to
make excuses to stay in a line assembling car antennas with depress
ing people who can't spell "car". Who tell stories about their fami
lies and it sounds like something from a talk show. Beer, babies.
Jesus. I just want out." He has both hands on the table.
"I know, I just. . ."
"Goddamnit Jackie, you got to let some things go. Sometimes
let things move without thinking too much, just let them happen."
"But Vermont, of all places?"
"There's construction opportunity. There's some guys I know. I
could start up the orchard again. There's peace and quiet and my
granddad's house. Land for free that no one else is gonna take
because they're settled in places, and I can't see the point in selling
it. It would be good. We'd do all right."
"A house for free, and some peace and quiet would be nice," I say.
I'd drink lemonade like a maniac as a kid. When I was seven my
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sister poured a pitcher of it on my head and I left it there, sucked on
my hair all day and let it dry and knot up and harden until I took a
bath to get it out. Mom would make two pitchers at a time and we'd
sit on the rotting raised deck dangling our legs over the edge with our
lemonades in late summer afternoons. Mom would play a game with
me and Sal, the clear glass game. She'd say, "You got to keep the
glass from sweating without using your clothes, keep the poor glass
from getting all wet and drippy." So me and Sal would drink a full
pitcher of lemonade between us in the drowsing sunlight turning our
glasses round and round in our hands wiping away the fog and the
beads of water with our thumbs and forefingers.
Along the Connecticut River, bordering New Hampshire in
Fairlee, Vermont is what I'm all about and what Mom is all about.
Shame hangs in the valley and runs down the river. Love holds us
there. It's a place I can't stop thinking about. I never can when I'm
away.
We had a simple house that held up on the inside but started
falling apart on the outside over the years. The paint chipped and
peeled, and the wooden deck slanted towards the ground, towards the
sloping hill in the back yard that led down to a stone wall and a dirt
road and the river. Looking back, it seems the wearing down of the
outside of the house ate through to the inside, somehow getting to me
and no one else. Mom never did anything wrong, I just grew
ashamed of her and she knew it. We all knew it and I hated it and
couldn't help myself.
She'd clank around in the kitchen and talk to herself. She'd say
some things loudly and some under her breath. She'd nod and say,
"Mmhum. I know. I know." I'd watch her from the T.V. room and say,
"Who are you talking to?" She'd say, "To myself." I'd say, "Well,
quit it," and she'd say, "Butt out" and put away pots and pans and
dishes, making more noise. She'd turn the faucet on to run her finger
under it, turn on the disposal to make sure it was empty, and run the
water some more. Then things would get quiet because she'd go
down by the river. I'd watch her from the deck. She'd sit there with
her lips moving and no one else around.
I know Vermont well and it's not the parts where people with
money vacation. It's where the land is spread out and quiet and you
can in live in a valley near the river and no one knows you're there.
Nothing is there but a no-name gas station, shacks, one store and the
land. The store is called "The Store" and they sell plastic tarps and
ice cream, tackle boxes and bacon. In the summer the grass always
smelled freshly cut, thick and sweet like onions, and the river brought
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up a wet earth scent that got into my nose and head. Made me feel ten
times alive. It was a smell that made Mom hum songs I'd never heard
before and she'd allow us to play on the muddy banks and tell us stay
clear of sliding into the river because being lighter than logs, we'd get
sucked into some water pocket and never come back.
Gil talks about the house in Vermont and I keep quiet. He talks
about the apple trees on the land and how they look in the spring.
"They get all white and pink and there are petals all over the
place, all over the trees and the ground," he says.
"I know," I say.
"Petals all over like snow blowing around smelling sweet."
"1 know, " I say, and I think of the trees lined up and falling and
the smell of it in the summer. A rotting drunk smell. That's also what
I know. It would keep me awake at night. When I finally would sleep
I'd dream like mad and swore it was the smell that did it, the rank
apples and the mud. I'd dream of slipping into water pockets and
moving fast in the dark where there was no sound.
Gil and I are practically married, but we're not. We don't have
the need for marriage at this point. We've been living together for
two years. Gil is something else and is where I want to be.
We live in Dover, New Hampshire above a doctor's office in a
halfbrick half-yellow clapboard house on a main strip of road called
Central Avenue. The kitchen sink drips day and night and the show
er is a stall where the water pools, rises, and seeps over the low rim
onto the floor, needing weekly treatments of draino from Muffy the
fix-it-lady. I used to clean rooms in a hotel where they had old porce
lain bathtubs with feet. I'd imagine myself in the one with the pink
curtain by the window. I've always wanted a tub. I'd imagine taking
baths on summer mornings with that window open and the sun com
ing in, lighting up the pink curtain making it glow. Gil says there will
be two bathtubs in the house in Vermont.
I dream about Vermont close to every night. Dreams about water
pockets, the smell of apples and how there's no sound. Dreams of
Mom sitting down by the river with her knees drawn up to her chest,
her arms around them, and she's humming and doesn't know who I
am. I tell Gil the dreams in the morning and he tells me I shouldn't
worry so much.
"We wouldn't be leaving much here," he says.
"This much I know, but to go to nowheresville and have the
darkness all around," I say. "It's swimming in darkness there."
I get this feeling in my stomach about it, and it gets in my throat
and slows my breathing.
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"That's just it," he says, "all the quiet and the land. That's just it."
"God, it's funny," I say. "But I miss it."
I work at the Friendly's on the corner of Central Ave. and River
Road. Dana, a woman I work with, tells me to wait around until I'm
out of Dover before I settle down with a man and marry. She made
the mistake of marrying a man stuck in his place and having two
kids. Now she's been waiting tables and making patty melts and dou
ble scoop Reeces Pieces Sundays for the past six years, wearing a
cheap pair of navy Dickie pants from K-Mart and a stained maroon
apron with a peeling punched-out name tag on it. I ask her if going
to Vermont with a man counted as getting out of Dover and she says,
"Well, it does in a way. Yes and no. That if he wasn't born and raised
here it counts, but then again, you met him here so it might not. So I
guess my answer is yes and no at the same time."
I tell her if she has something to say, say it. Go ahead and tell Gary
she feels squirrely in a town where the main attraction is the conve
nience store and that she's sick of the rug smelling like wet, salty socks.
"Dana, put forth a wilfullness," I say.
She shakes her head and tightens her lips while cutting up car
rots for the supply in the fridge, and says nothing. I say things, and
sometimes I think when she doesn't answer she hasn't understood
the full meaning of the word. Because the next day she comes in the
kitchen sticking order pads and two Bic pens in her apron and says
in my direction, almost talking to herself, "You know, willfullness is
just what it's gonna take. It'll be important. I got a life too. I got a
voice about things."
Then she puts her hair back in a plastic clip and says, " Boy my
hair really curled up in this warm weather though. 1 look like I got
caught out in a high wind or something."
I'm making out time cards on the counter.
"Tell me about Gil," she says, poking her fingers in her hair.
"You don't want to hear about Gil. "
"No, I do. What's there about him?"
"There's lots about him, " I say, and I think I shouldn't tell her
too much in case we become friends to the point where she might
meet him. I don't want her coming over for dinner and drinking
wine, if she drinks wine, and get all giddy, if that's what happens
when she drinks, and start spilling things out I've said about him.
Things like that make him crazy, ancy and tight-faced and quiet as to
why I need to let loose all this information about him to strangers. I
tell him I like to talk about him and he says it makes him nervous. I
tell him they're friends and he tells me I have a lot of friends.
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Gil has a tight family and that's why he can't understand where I'm
coming from. He doesn't know anything else, and took his family for
what they were and made them his life. I can't do that, couldn't sit there
and watch my mom and accept her. And she was just being who she
was, that's what's so sad. She was acting on what she knew and for
me that wasn't good enough.
"What are his eyes like? I always look at eyes first," Dana says.
"Gary, he has bulby blue eyes that change colors to grey and green
depending on the shirt he's wearing. "
"His eyes are brown. Not too dark so that you miss the pupil. My
mom's eyes were close to black but his are a soft brown with lines of
green and yellow if you look close enough."
Dana comes and goes sick with the flu in the middle of the sum
mer. She starts asking me to do her favors. She asks if I can pick up
her kids from the Parks and Rec camp where they go to swim and
play kickball and wuSeball. I go starting the next evening.
I pull up in the lot and wait. Dana said she told them to keep
their eyes peeled for my car and a young lady with dirty blond hair
that curls up at the sides.
"I told them how pretty you are," she said. "Told them what a
natural beauty you are."
"Come on Dana," I said.
"They can't wait to meet you."
I sit in the car and look at the kids throwing around tennis balls
trying to figure out which ones are hers. All she said was a scrawny
thirteen year old boy and nine year old girl, which means nothing to
me. I don't know about kids. Never babysat and never want to. I
squint in the sun, bite my nails and spit them out the window. A kid
walks by the car a few times and then standing a good distance from
the window says, "You work at Friendly's?" I nod and say, "You
Dana's kid?" He nods and runs back to a bench, grabs his sister, and
they get in the back of the car without asking questions.
I drive the kids home. They don't talk the whole way, just stare
out the windows. I don't talk either. Whenever I talk to kids I feel like
they could give two shits so I don't bother. We pull into the driveway
and they jump right out when I stop. The girl runs into the house and
the boy comes to my window and says, "Come say hi to mom."
"You think I should? She might be sleeping," 1 say.
"She's not sleeping. Probably watching T.V."
"Okay, sure, " and I turn off the engine, step out of my car and
Dana's standing in the doorway. The boy slips by her into the house.
"Thanks Jackie, really," she says.
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"No problem."
"Come on in," she says, "have a drink."
"Sure," 1 say.
I follow her through a narrow hall, through a washer and dryer
room with a knock-out smell of fabric softener, out an open sliding
glass door and onto a brick patio. The bricks are eaten up and brittle
with weeds coming through and small black ants everywhere.
There's something different about her looks and then I place it.
"You dye your hair?" 1 say.
"Two days ago. What do you think?" She says, pulling at her
hair from the nape of her neck and looking at it in her hand.
It looks cheap but I don't say it. It's a dirty mustard color, dry
with patches of dark underneath.
"I liked it better brown, but it's not bad."
"I just needed to change something, but it doesn't make me feel
any different. It doesn't change a thing."
She takes a handful of hair and looks at it again and says, "Oh
well. I'll get us something to drink."
There are two aluminum nylon folding chairs on the patio and I sit
in the orange and brown one. The daughter comes skipping onto the
patio and starts jumping rope with a long green piece of hard plastic.
It's shiny and looks like stringed licorice. It scrapes on the bricks like a
rake on pavement and makes the back of my throat itch. She talks to
herself and sings and laughs out loud. She's a ratty little girl wearing
pink sparkly jelly shoes and a dirty sundress. I sit and watch her.
Dana comes out with limeaid in clear plastic cups. I don't say
anything and hope the dish soap and hot water have killed off germs.
"Two liquered limeaids," she says, "Nothing better than a
liquered up limeaid in the summer, or anytime for that matter," and
she hands me a cup.
T.V. noise is coming from the house and she walks over and
shuts the slider and says, "Hon. stop jumping that thing, why don't
you go play in the grass where I can see you."
The girl goes and sits in the grass by a rock where tulips are in
bloom. Dana lights a cigarrette. takes a drag, and sits down. She starts
talking and I listen. She is open. She is not hysterical or backward. She
is a woman of principal and needs to get things off her chest.
"Shit," she says. "All I want from Gary is some interest. To feel
like I'm still in the game, that I count for something.'
I look at her eyes. Eye contact is important at times like this.
Makes her know I'm here, that I'm listening even though she keeps
looking down at her thigh that she's tapping her fingers on.
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"I don't know Gary," I say. "I don't know much about the two of
you. but it sounds like you need some grounding."
"I need to be grounded," she says.
"We all do."
"I need support and I'm telling you. it's not there," she says. "It's
not happening and I'm sick and tired of it. I'm feeling worn down
and that's all there is to it. I've had it with this." She's waving her
hand in front of her, and holds on to the metal arm of the chair with
the other so tightly her fingers are white in places.
We can still hear her kid. She plays a hand slap song game
against the air. Miss Mary Mack, a game along those lines little girls
learn and play on the school bus when they're wound up and loud. I
wonder if she's the type to make imaginary friends, or if she's just
plain happy or bored or nuts.
We sit in the flimsy chairs facing a clearing in the woods where
power lines have been put. We watch the sun go down and the clouds
stretch out, red and purple, almost bruised.
"Put forth a wilfullness, Dana. Don't give in to things."
"It's hard to keep things straight when there are kids around. It's
doing double thinking. For you. and then for you and them as a unit.
Winding up with an answer in between."
"I guess what I'm getting at is, don't leave yourself out of this.
Take yourself into account. Take yourself seriously. I mean, at least
stick to what you say you feel, and do something about it if it makes
you miserable or else. . ."
"Or else what Jackie? Or else I'll be stuck in this crappy situa
tion and it will be my own fault and I'll deal with it. Or else what? "
'They see it in you, you know."
"Who? "
"The kids. They see it. They sense things. You want to let them
know that you're human, that you make mistakes too and can't pro
tect them from everything, and God, I remember seeing my mom cry
for the first time, when I could make sense of it, and I was scared.
Scared that she hurt too. That she was afraid of things too."
"What do they see?"
"They see how you feel, hear what you say. And if you don't do
anything about it, if you don't do what you say, don't trust yourself
and put some worth in yourself they sense it. Then they stop, some
times somewhere down the line, they stop putting trust in you. They
stop finding as much worth in you as they should. Your words start
floating around not meaning anything because you never trusted
them to. Maybe because you were afraid for them to mean anything
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in the first place. Afraid for them to go anywhere outside your head for
anyone else to hear. In which case, Dana, you may as well be talking to
yourself. Just go in the goddamn kitchen and talk to yourself."
"Jesus, Jackie"
"Mind if 1 have a cigarette?" I say.
She hands me one. I light it and sit forward, my elbows on my
thighs.
"What do you think it would be like in Vermont?" I say.
"It could be a good thing."
" Maybe. "
She leans in my direction and puts her cup on the ground.
"Do you love him, Jackie?"
" Yeah. "
"Go then."
I drink my drink and know things are not going to be the same. I
wipe off the fog and beads of water on the cup going around, trying to
get it dry and clear. By the time I get to where 1 started it's wet again.
Gil and I drive to Vermont on a weekend in late July. The air
conditioning is broken and the windows are open. My hair knots up,
gets stringy and sticks to my lips and in the corners of my eyes mak
ing them water. Gil has one hand on the wheel and his other arm rest
ing on the window, his elbow poking out.
The land is north of the Connecticut River where the mountains
swallow up the house. It smells like apples rotting in the sun this time
of year. Gil tells me his family used to rake enough leaves in the fall to
clothe a child from head to toe and then drink brandy and apple cider.
Gil says, "Granddad complained about stomache pains and
about the cheap brandy at the local superette, but he drank it anyway.
His liver is what killed him. Drowned his liver with that goddamned
cheap brandy."
"Gil, I'm so nervous I could throw up. "
"Don't be nervous. It's a different town, different place.
"But it's not. It's the land and the smells and the people that are
the same. Even though she's dead and Dad and Sal have moved, the
same kinds of people come here and stay. "
"I think things will work out." he says.
"I guess if you stay in one place long enough, no matter what, it
gets to you."
We get there and the sun is low and large in the hot afternoon. A
yellow-orange haze keeps the air and the heat and the light still tor
what seems like hours. We go through the house. I go in the kitchen
to wash my hands and stand at the sink with the water running say
ing, "I don't know. I don't know."
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I turn off the water and turn to see Gil in the doorway watching me.
"Let's go for a walk," he says.
We walk through the orchards and down a pebbled paved road
past shacks, farm land, and railroad. The air is thick, the light con
centrated, hanging there, looking wet and scattered. There is the
smell of mud and fresh grass. I feel my mom too much here. 1 can
almost hear her saying, don't go sliding into the river, there's water
pockets that don't let go of you and take you under.
Time seems slow.
I stop in the middle of the road and he stops too. I look out at a
field, down at my hands.
"What," he says.
"Gil."
"You got to be kidding."
"It makes me crazy."
"No way, Jackie," he laughs. "Can't you let it go? Can't you just
let goddamn go of it?" He waves his hands around like he's fanning
away insects.
"I can't."
"You mean, you just can't, and that's all there's to it?"
He tucks his hands under his armpits and stands there, still and
solid as stone.
'This is where I'm at," he says.
"You can have it," I say.
He is standing right in front of me at arms length, his face is
right in front of mine, but he's looking down and to the left, maybe
at the space between us, or at the pebbles in the pavement. Maybe at
nothing. When 1 take my eyes off him I feel his eyes switch on to me.
I don't look. I'm afraid to see how his eyes lay on me.
"I thought it would come down to this," he says.
"Yeah, well I didn't," and I look at him.
He puts his hand on my shoulder like a father would for comfort
and says nothing, looking straight at me, almost through me, and his
eyes are so true at this second it could break my heart. He bites his
lower lip, his hand is hot and damp. It gets this way when he's ner
vous or upset and I feel it through my shirt on my shoulder.
"Gil, I.. ."
I feel I'm losing control and I don't know how to go about it. I
move my fingers to know that they still work and I take deep breaths.
We stand like that in the drowsing sunlight, in the middle of the road,
and 1 can't even cry.
He moves to hug me. We twine around each other and I hold
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onto him, my arms wrapped around his waist. He has one hand on
my head, the other arm around my back.
"Gil," I say, and I can hardly hear myself.
I put my face on his chest, against his shirt, and I breathe him in.
I feel tired and calm and I swear I can hear the river moving, feel the
sun moving and Gil moving, all farther away than I ever wanted them
to. But this time I am moving too.
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